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sistent, though unfounded, belief that Constantine favored the abolition of serfdom, made him a formidable potential adversary of Nicholas.17 Consulted by Nicholas on November 25, when news from Taganrog became alarming, Count Nicholas Miloradovich, military governor-general of St. Petersburg, took the position, shared by many high officials, that an act of the former monarch not promulgated in his lifetime had no binding power and that since an interregnum must be avoided at any cost there was no choice (in case of the emperor's death) but to administer the oath of allegiance to Constantine without delay. The guards, it was believed, would not countenance the accession of Nicholas unless Constantine had freely and publicly renounced his right to the throne. Conscious of the vulnerability of his legal title and fearful of a mutiny of the guards, Nicholas, on receipt of the news of Alexander's death, immediately took the oath of allegiance to Constantine and ordered that it should be administered throughout the empire. The State Council, after having acquainted itself with the documents enclosed in the mysterious package, decided, not without misgivings, to follow his example. The Senate, that custodian of legality, and Philaret and the Moscow authorities deemed it wise to ignore the orders of the late emperor, and took the oath to Constantine without opening the envelopes entrusted to them by Alexander. Except in Warsaw, the army, government officials, and the populace followed suit. The reign of Constantine had begun.
This strange comedy went on for nearly three weeks. Constantine, contrary to the expectations entertained by some in St. Petersburg, remained faithful to his decision to refuse the Crown; but, blaming Nicholas and his advisers for a truly grotesque situation, he declined either to come to the capital or to issue an official statement that would remove all doubts concerning his real attitude, as his brother and the dowager empress implored him to do.18 His final curt refusal was received in St. Petersburg on December 12 simultaneously with a report by Baron Ivan Dibich, from Taganrog, disclosing the existence of a conspiracy among the officers of the southern army and the guards. This information was confirmed the same day in a personal report
17 The legend of Constantine's magnanimity persisted in later years, and delegations of the servile population flocked to Warsaw seeking redress of their grievances. With characteristic dry humor the grand duke referred the petitioners to Benckendorff, the head of the security police.
18 Constantine took the oath of allegiance to Nicholas and administered it to the Warsaw garrison on December 21, after the new'emperor's formal accession,"